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The Oration on the Dignity of Man, written by Giovanni Pico della Mirandola (Pico) provides an insight into the mind of a Renaissance humanist, while The Imitation of Christ, written by Thomas à Kempis, illustrates the thought process that was characteristic of a late Medieval Christian mystic. Pico believed that humans are a great miracle and it is within their nature and capabilities to become something great in the world, something just below the level of God. À Kempis held the belief that human nature 2 was corrupted by the Fall of Man in the Garden of Eden. It can be found in his writings that he believed human nature is something that is detrimental to the individual and can only be controlled by the grace of God. 3 The different points of view on human nature found in the writing of Pico and à Kempis can be traced to the sources of their inspiration and also to the different movements they belonged to. In writing The Imitation of Christ, à Kempis drew his inspiration only from the Bible. Pico, like many other Renaissance humanists, looked for truth about human nature not only in the Bible but also by studying other classical works such as the ancient Greeks and Arabs. The key difference in the views held by Pico and à Kempis on human nature is that Pico believed that humans, through exercising their own will, could overcome the sinful, corrupt elements of their nature and bring themselves to a close level of communion with the God who created them. It can be seen in the writing of à and Sisters of the Common Life, who were groups of laypeople devoted to the study of scripture and copying various religious manuscripts. There were groups of Augustinian monks who belonged to the devtio moderna as well, which à Kempis would eventually belong to. 6 The works of Augustine had great in>luence over many Western mystics such as à Kempis. Augustine saw human nature, as described by Henry Chadwick: "[as being] held down by a dead weight of personal and collective egotism; in other words by what Augustine called 'original sin'." The in>luence of Augustine's ideas on human nature can be 7 seen throughout à Kempis' work and can help explain why he interpreted the account of the Fall of man in the book of Genesis in the way that he did.
The Imitation of Christ has been referred to as the manifesto of the devotio moderna. from The Imitation re>lects something of what à Kempis wanted his readers to take away from reading the book. He wrote: "Learned words do not make anyone wise or holy; it is a good life which draws us closer to God. I would rather feel deep sorrow than be able to de>ine it." The Imitation was written as a call for individuals to re>lect on who they are on 10 their interior. As can be seen in the above passage from The Imitation, it was not an intellectual prowess that à Kempis and others in the devotio moderna were pursuing, but rather an inward transformation of the individual. If The Imitation of Christ was the manifesto for the devotio moderna, the same could be said in regard to The Oration on the Dignity of Man for Renaissance humanism. Renaissance humanists such as Pico and his primary teacher, Marsilio Ficino, believed in a concept known as "prisca theologia" or ancient theology. This doctrine holds that God revealed religious truths not only to the ancient Jews but also to the founders of each ancient religious tradition. These ideas are present throughout Pico's work and can help 11 explain his idea of human nature.
Pico's goals in writing on human nature were considerably different than those of Thomas à Kempis. Pico was on a quest, like many Renaissance humanists, to combine the different religions of the world to form a new theology that would prove the presence of Christian truths in all religions. In this pursuit to combine the truths of all ancient 12 religious traditions, Pico likely developed a fundamentally different idea of human nature than a late medieval mystic like Thomas à Kempis.
The opening lines of the Oration on the Dignity of Man provide a good example of how Renaissance humanists used ancient sources other than the Bible in their pursuit of truth and knowledge on the subject of human nature. choose which pursuits to follow in life. He wrote: " The Father infused in man, at his birth, every sort of seed and all sprouts of life." God planted the "seeds" in humans in Pico's 16 view, but it was up to the individual which seeds would be cultivated. In the ideas presented by Pico in the Oration every human had the potential to become an angel or a son of God. This potential can only be achieved by cultivating the "intellectual" seeds that have been planted in humans by God. 17 Pico believed that a great purpose of humanity was to contemplate the Earth that God had created. He wrote: "But when the work was >inished, the Craftsman still longed for there to be someone to ponder the meaning of such a magni>icent achievement, to love its beauty and to marvel at its vastness." It was through the contemplation of the meaning of 18 God's creation that Pico thought the intellectual seeds of a human could be cultivated, therefore elevating them to a level just below that of God. Pico reinforced how important he thought the art of contemplation was later in the Oration. He wrote:
If you see a philosopher discerning things with right reason, worship him, for he is not an earthly creature, but divine. If you see a pure contemplator, oblivious to his body and absorbed in the recesses of his mind, this is neither an earthly or a heavenly creature: this is still a more eminent spirit, clothed in human >lesh. Who, then, will not admire man?
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Humans are worthy of admiration , Pico wrote here, but only when allowing themselves to contemplate their surroundings that they have been placed in by God. Humans also have the potential, in Pico's mind, to become "brute animal[s]" if they choose to cultivate the seeds of their senses.
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In examining the writing of Pico found in the Oration, the conclusion can be made that he believed it was through the careful contemplation of one's surroundings that would allow a person to be close to God and suppress other, less desirable characteristics of one's nature. Pico was in pursuit to bring all sources of knowledge and religion together to aspects of many different worldviews in his philosophies. There are ideas found in Pico's writing that allow for an individual identity to exist. In Pico's view human beings choose which parts of their nature they will allow to grow, and by that means they are able to determine what level of communion with God they will achieve.
In the minds of late medieval Christian mystics such as Thomas à Kempis, the outlook on human nature was somewhat different than a Renaissance humanist. Ursula King de>ines a mystic as " a person who is deeply aware of the powerful presence of the divine Spirit: someone who seeks, above all, the knowledge and love of God and who experiences to an extraordinary degree the profoundly personal encounter with the energy of divine life." The acclaim that has followed à Kempis' great work, The Imitation of Christ, 22 certainly suggests that à Kempis was a man who has been considered to be in pursuit of the knowledge and love of God. In a foreword to a 1958 edition of The Imitation, the president of the Moody Bible Institute, S. Maxwell Coder, wrote: "Countless believers have found that these pithy sayings drew them closer to the Lord Jesus Christ in submission to His will and in victory over the lower nature." The "lower nature" referred to by Coder is the idea of 23 human nature taken from the Bible. As à Kempis seems to have interpreted it, the book of Genesis describes human nature as being permanently corrupted by the Fall of man.
In chapters >ifty--four through >ifty--six of the third book of the Imitation, citing only from the Bible, à Kempis wrote on human nature and how it may be overcome through the grace of God. It is clear from these chapters in The Imitation of Christ that mystics such as à Kempis did not see the nature of human beings to have the same potential as Renaissance humanists like Pico. In chapter >ifty--four of The Imitation's third book, à Kempis makes a contrast between nature and grace. What à Kempis is referring to here is the sinful, self--seeking nature he believed all humans possess and the grace of God. Robert Jeffery, who translated a 2013 edition of The Imitation, de>ines à Kempis' idea of grace as: " The activity of God in the lives of people. It is a freely given and undeserved gift that allows us to overcome our lower nature."
24
One of the shortcomings of human nature can be seen in à Kempis' description of the sel>ishness of humans. He wrote: " Nature strives for its own advantage, and considers what pro>it it may reap by another. Grace considers not what is pro>itable and useful to itself, but rather what may be for the good of many." On the subject of the sel>ishness of human 25 nature, à Kempis went on, writing: "Nature is covetous, more willingly receives than gives, and loves to have things private and its own. But grace is kind and openhearted, shuns private interest, is content with a few things, judges that " it is more blessed to give than to receive" (Acts 20:35 In reading these passages from the Imitation, the reader is given the impression that human nature is not something to be celebrated, but rather contended with through the grace of God. According to the Imitation, the grace of God is found through a faith in His son, Jesus Christ. à Kempis acknowledges the importance of a pursuit of the truth that he believes is the grace of God and following the ways of Jesus Christ: "Ye shall know the truth and the truth shall make you free (John 8: 31, 32 .)" The truth that the Gospel of John is 27 referring to in these passages is the grace of God, revealed through Jesus Christ. à Kempis cites another famous verse from the Gospel of John, quoting the words attributed to Christ: "I am the way, the truth and the life," ( John 14: 6)." It is through following the ways of 28 Jesus Christ that à Kempis believes a person can be set free from their sinful nature. à Kempis demonstrates that he did not assume that a person could achieve such enlightenment without Divine intervention as he wrote a prayer: " O Lord Jesus, forasmuch as Thy way was narrow and despised by the world, grant me grace to imitate Thee.." This 29 idea of grace is found alongside that of human nature in à Kempis' writing, presented as a means to overcome the inherently evil and self--seeking nature of a human being. He wrote: "grace is the mistress of truth, the teacher of discipline, the light of the heart, the solace of af>liction, the driver--away of sorrow, the expeller of fear, the nurse of devotion…"
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The philosophies of Thomas à Kempis do not allow much room for an individual identity. It is evident from his writing that he believed human nature should be controlled and replaced by the grace of God. The grace à Kempis wrote of can be found through putting one's faith in the one believed to be the Son of God, Jesus Christ, rather than in their own sinful nature. A faith in Christ would replace one's own sinful nature by the grace of God, and this is where à Kempis felt an individual should try to seek identity. As the title of his book suggests, an imitation of Christ is the way in which a person should live their life. According to à Kempis, it is through studying the teachings of Christ that a person will truly >ind life, as he wrote His words in chapter >ifty--six of The Imitation: "If you wish to enter into Life, keep my commandments." At the beginning of the same chapter, à Kempis 31 elaborates through citing the gospel of Matthew as to how a person should seek to follow Jesus Christ. He wrote: " My child, you will be able to enter into My life in so far as you are willing to forsake yourself." à Kempis thought an individual should be willing to abandon 32 the self--seeking, sinful nature that he believed was inherent in every human being. Knowing the commands of Christ and following those ways, he believed, would allow one to be free from their corrupt identity as an inherently sinful human and truly experience a life free from sin through following Jesus Christ.
There are some similarities that can be found in the writings of Pico and Thomas à Kempis. Both parties contested that humans are indeed a creation of God who were placed on the Earth to ful>ill distinct purposes. Both à Kempis and Pico were of the opinion that humans could achieve a certain level of communion with God. These two thoughtful authors did, however, have considerably different opinions as to how such an achievement could be made. Pico thought that humans have it within themselves to choose which aspects of their nature is manifested; he believed it is up to the individual to choose between the good and evil in their nature. à Kempis thought that it was nothing outside of grace, or the action of God in the lives of humans, that could allow a person to become anything outside of sinful during their time on Earth. These two men were both in pursuit of what they thought was the knowledge and love of God, though the path to such is considerably narrower in the philosophies of Thomas à Kempis than in those of Giovanni Pico della Mirandola.
